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THE KNIGHTS OF THE GOLDEN CIRCLE: 
A FILIBUSTERING FANTASY 


C. A. BRIDGES 


The last decade of the old South, the 1850’s, was the heyday 
of manifest destiny. Northward, westward, and southward 
American expansionists marched in their dreams, and stern 
reality found many a dreamer still marching, especially toward 
the South. Of all the southward expansion projects, one of 
the most ambitious and audacious was that of a secret filibus- 
tering order known as the Knights of the Golden Circle. Com- 
paratively little that is absolutely authentic is known about this 
group of filibusters. The literature and other evidence that is 
now in existence is scanty, and much of it is of doubtful value. 
Even after excluding the wild statements made for and against 
the Knights, and after making allowances for partisanship, the 
story of this organization and its activities makes one of the 
most interesting and amazing chapters in the history of the era. 
It was a long-range, far-reaching program that undoubtedly 
appealed to many Southern dreamers. It was a dream of power 
and prestige, of achievement and glory, of expansion and empire 
that struck the bull’s-eye of Southern hopes. 

The association known as the Knights of the Golden Circle 
was originally organized July 4, 1854, at Lexington, Kentucky, 
with five members. Its chief member, organizer, and source 
of inspiration was George W. Bickley. He was a native of Boone 
County, Indiana, but he was then making his home at Cincin- 
nati: The organization grew slowly and never acquired a very 
large membership, although by 1860 there were local clubs 


1Knights of the Golden Circle, Address to the Citizens of the Southern 
States, 17. This pamphlet will be referred to hereafter as the Raleigh 
Address. William Dudley Foulke, Life of Oliver P. Morton, I, 376; 
anonymous, Authentic Exposition of the K. G. C., 8. 
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widely spread over all the South. That such an organization 
actually existed was not generally known then and is not widely 
known today. Thousands of people then as now never heard of 
it. Most of those who had heard of the organization knew little 
or nothing of its purposes and activities,’ and history has passed 
it by with only an occasional mention. Reliable evidence indi- 
cates that the order had local clubs or meeting places in almost 
every southern state. More than twenty such local organizations 
can be located in Texas alone. Lodges are said to have existed 
in California and even in Mexico.’ 


When first organized the association is said to have had rather 
ambitious plans and objectives. The idea and name, Golden 
Circle, came from the proposal that with Havana as a center 
and a radius of sixteen geographical degrees or about 1,200 
miles, a great circle be drawn that would include Maryland, 
Kentucky, southern Missouri, all the states south of them, a 
portion of Kansas, most of Texas and Old Mexico, all of Central 
America, the northern part of South America, and all the West 
Indies. This area they proposed to unite into a gigantic slave 
empire that would rival in power and prestige the Roman Empire 
of two thousand years ago. Within this dream-empire were 
the regions that produced nearly all the world’s supply of to- 
bacco, cotton, and sugar, and much of its finest rice and coffee. 
With a virtual world monopoly of these important commodities, 
it would have been in fact a rich region, stretching around the 
Gulf of Mexico like a great golden circle. Once firmly estab- 
lished, this empire would control the commerce of the Gulf of 
Mexico, the West Indies, the Isthmian routes, the Mississippi, 
the Orinoco, and perhaps the Amazon. The dream was fantastic, 
but tremendously intriguing.’ Slaveholders who were becoming 
discouraged on account of the recent course of events in the 


2In 1919-1920 more than fifty ex-Confederate soldiers who had enlisted from 
Texas were interviewed by Mr. M. L. Arnold. He stated that two of these 
men had been members and only two or three others had ever heard of the 
organization. Marcus L. Arnold, The Later Phases of the Secession Move- 
ment in Texas, 31-32, an unpublished Master’s thesis, University of Texas, 
1920. Dudley G. Wooten, A Comprehensive History of Texas, II, 50. 

8Elijah Robinson Kennedy, Contest for California in 1861, pp. 72-73; 
New Orleans Picayune, March 18, 1860; New Orleans Crescent, May 8, 1860. 

4Oliver T. Morton, Southern Empire, 4; Rossiter Johnson, Short History 
of the War of Secession, 24; Benson J. Lossing, Pictorial History of the 
Civil War, I, 187; Dallas Herald, February 20, 1861; Hubert Howe Ban- 
croft, Works of Hubert Howe Bancroft, XVI, 483-484; Raleigh Address, 20. 

5Foulke, op. cit., I, 876; Rossiter Johnson, op. cit., 24-25; Dallas Herald, 
February 20, 1861. 
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United States cannot be blamed if they were fascinated with 
such a dazzling plan. 

Although the Knights frequently denied that theirs was a 
filibustering scheme, that appears to have been the true purpose 
of the organization. Opponents of the organization have de- 
clared that it fostered the filibustering movements of Ldpez, 
Quitman, and Walker, and even the attempt to spread slavery 
into Kansas.7?. When the association was first organized it is 
probably true that its leaders contemplated activities in many 
lands to the South as opportunity presented itself, but it is 
extremely doubtful whether the order ever actively partici- 
pated in movements anywhere outside the United States except 
in Mexico and possibly in Nicaragua. 

The internal organization of the Order of the Knights of the 
Golden Circle was undoubtedly changed from time to time. Just 
what these changes were and why and when they were made 
are of little consequence even if such facts could be positively 
established. By 1858 the ritual, by-laws, and constitution had 
been fairly well developed. The regalia and the initiation cere- 
monies were very impressive.* The local units of the lodge were 
called ‘“‘castles.”” The castles were divided into an outer and an 
inner temple. The candidate was admitted first to the outer 
temple for a period of probation and after proving himself 
sound on the essential questions was allowed to enter the inner 
temple. There were three degrees. The first was the military 
degree, whose members were called the Knights of the Iron 
Hand. This was the army of the organization, although not all 
members of this degree were pledged to become soldiers. Its 
members probably knew little of the real workings and motives 
of the organization. The second was the financial degree. Mem- 
bers of this group were known as the Knights of the True 
Faith. The fee for joining this order was larger than that for 
the first degree. Its membership was not large, but this fee 
was probably the chief source of funds. The third was the 
governmental or political degree. Its members were called the 
Knights of the Columbian Star. Only a very few persons ever 
attained this degree.°® 


6True Issue, November 1, 1860. 

7TMorton, op. cit., 8, 48; Authentic Exposition, 8-10; Richard J. Hinton, 
John Brown and His Men, 68; Bancroft, Works, XVI, 438-434; Lossing, 
op. cit., I, 187; Foulke, op. cit., I, 376. 

8Authentic Exposition, 11; Foulke, op. cit., I, 376. 

®J. W. Pomfrey, A True Disclosure and Exposition of the Knights of the 
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The ultimate hopes of the Knights probably remained fixed 
upon the dream of the Golden Circle. The actual activities of 
the order, however, were confined to more specific and practical 
enterprises. As the outlook changed, the immediate plans of the 
association were modified. The ritual itself was altered from 
time to time to keep pace with changing events. For instance, 
in 1860 the pledge exacted from a new members made mention 
of John Brown’s raid late in 1859 upon Harper’s Ferry. This 
of course could not have been in the earlier ritual.?° In some- 
what the same way the Knights shifted their attention pri- 
marily to the task of making slavery safe. Their plan was to 
achieve this security either within the Union or outside of it. 
In either case it seemed to them Mexico held the solution. If 
Mexico could be acquired, carved into states, and admitted into 
the Union, the additional United States senators and congress- 
men resulting therefrom would render the South safe and dom- 
inant in the Union. If the acquisition of Mexico were delayed 
too long and the withdrawal of the Southern States were nec- 
essary, the establishment of Southern independence would soon 
be followed by the resumption of the movement to acquire 
Mexico for the South.” 


It is extremely improbable that slavery would ever have suc- 
ceeded in the region south of the Rio Grande, but few Southern 
leaders in the 1850’s seemed to realize it.1* Almost all militant 
pro-slavery men either believed or pretended to believe that the 
expansion of slavery southward awaited only political oppor- 
tunity. The leaders of the Knights of the Golden Circle seem 
not to have doubted it at all. The Knights proposed to annex 
more slave territory to the United States in order to strengthen 
the cause and position of the South in the Union. They declared 
that the acquisition of Mexico alone “would bring into the Union, 
or in case it was refused on the ground of slave institutions, 
into the Southern Confederacy twenty-five Southern States with 
fifty Southern senators and sixty or more Southern representa- 
tives. It would increase the commercial power of the South to 
such a degree that our large cities would be compelled to build 


Golden Circle, 6-44; Raleigh Address, 17-18; Authentic Exposition, 83; 
Foulke, op. cit., I, 376. 

10Pomfrey, op. cit., 25. 

11Rqleigh Address, 28; True Issue, November 15, 1860. 


12Charles W. Ramsdell, “The Natural Limits of Slavery Expansion,” in 
Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XVI, 151-171. 
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up direct trade with Europe.” With the South dominant in 
the national councils the position of slavery would be safe. If a 
separation of North and South should come before the empire 
could be established, the course of the Knights would remain 
the same, except that the new Southern Confederacy would 
form the nucleus around which the empire of the Golden Circle 
would be established. In either case the Southern States would 
dominate the great dream-empire, whether the Northern States 
were included within it or not. 


It was generally understood and even admitted by the Knights 
themselves that they would coédperate with the Liberty party in 
Mexico against the Miram6én faction.** Bickley claimed to have 
a contract with Juarez, and there is little doubt but that the 
Knights had some sort of an understanding with Manuel 
Doblado, Governor of Guanajuato. It is known that General 
Degollado was in New Orleans seeking aid for Juarez in August, 
1859, and that Degollado, Doblado, Carvajal, Reneau, and other 
lieutenants of Juarez courted the assistance of the Knights. 


Although it is not generally known, the Knights of the Golden 
Circle actually moved toward the Mexican border on two sep- 
arate occasions. The first was in the spring and the second 
was in the fall of the year 1860. No proclamation or call from 
the leaders of the Knights seems to exist that gives the time 
or place agreed upon as the rendezvous for the first invasion 
of Mexico, but circumstantial evidence fixes it at or near Browns- 
ville, Texas, toward the latter part of March, 1860." 


Beginning August 8, 1859, and continuing for several days, 
the Knights of the Golden Circle held a convention at White 
Sulphur Spings, Greenbrier County, Virginia.’ The organiza- 


13Raleigh Address, 16. 

4Dallas Herald, February 15, 1860; New Orleans Picayune, March 18, 
1860; Arkansas True Democrat, March 21, 1860; New Orleans Crescent, 
May 9, 1860; Raleigh Address, 9, 12, 15. 


15Morton, op. cit., 48-51; Foulke, op. cit., I, 876; Pomfrey, op. cit., 14-16; 
Authentic Exposition, 81-82; Bancroft, Works, XIII, 778-779; New Orleans 
Picayune, October 6, 1860; New Orleans Crescent, May 5, 8, 9, 24, 1860; 
Arkansas True Democrat, August 3, 1859, March 381, 1860; Texas State 
Gazette, June 30, 1860; True Issue, October 10, 11, 1860. 

16Sam J. Richardson said it was to have been “at an early date” after the 
last of February, 1860. Raleigh Address, 22. T. T. Gammage issued a 
proclamation dated March 38, 1860, stating that the date for their departure 
had been fixed upon and called for the Knights to assemble at Rusk on 
March 10. Dallas Herald, March 28, 1860. 


17James Schouler, History of the United States of America, V, 480; 
Arkansas True Democrat, September 7, 1859. 
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tion seems to have grown faster after this meeting, and guarded 
notices began to appear in some newspapers. About the first 
of September, 1859, a castle was organized at Little Rock, 
Arkansas.* By February 1, 1860, a castle had been formed at 
McKinney, Texas.*® The “Tambourines,” undoubtedly a K.G. C. 
lodge, was operating at San Antonio by March 7.2° In the mean- 
time George W. Bickley, the president of the order, was making 
addresses and organizing castles in Alabama, Georgia, and other 
southern states.?? 

Although the public seems not to have been warned about it, 
mysterious groups of men were soon on the move. On March 7, 
a company under command of Dr. O. S. Davis left Sulphur 
Springs, Texas, for the “seat of war on the Rio Grande.” A 
few days later a company called “The Cherokee Grays,” under 
command of T. T. Gammage, set out from Rusk.22, On March 12 
a similar detachment left Dallas, following a brilliant cotillion 
party given in their honor.”? About the middle of April, a young 
man named Scott from Arkansas was killed near Lancaster, 
Texas. This man belonged to a company of K. G. C.’s en route 
for some point farther south. He was killed by another Knight, 
thought to have been from Bowie County, Texas.74 Many other 
groups not reported in the newspapers must have been on the 
way about this time. The Galveston Telegraph declared “there 
is no doubt but there is a large army of them well organized, 
and equipped, and that they are at this moment moving in 
scores to their rendezvous . . ..””> At any rate so many men 
gathered at Gonzales that Governor Houston issued on March 
24, 1860, a proclamation calling upon citizens who were assem- 
bling there for the purpose of invading Mexico to disband.?* 
This assemblage was no doubt the advance contingents of the 
Knights of the Golden Circle on their way to the Rio Grande. 
The K.G.C. program was not a part of Sam Houston’s scheme 


18 Arkansas True Democrat, September 7, 1859. 
19Dallas Herald, February 1, 1860. 


20Arkansas True Democrat, May 5, 1860; Dallas Herald, March 7, April 
4, 1860. 


21New Orleans Picayune, March 18, 28, 1860. 

22Dallas Herald, March 28, 1860. 

237 bid., March 14, 1860. 

24Ibid., April 18, 1860; New Orleans Crescent, April 28, 1860. 


25Dallas Herald, April 4, 1860. See also Arkansas True Democrat, 
March 31, 1860. 


26“Sam Houston Letters,” X, March 21, 1860; XII, March 24, 1860, copied 
from The Harrison Flag, April 18, 1860. 
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for the establishment of a protectorate in Mexico,?? and no doubt 
the Knights threatened to interfere with his plans; hence the 
proclamation. . 


There must have been some confusion among the Knights as 
to the time for their gathering. A dispatch from Baltimore, 
Maryland, March 29, stated that the Knights expected to be off 
in the course of a few weeks to invade Mexico.?® At that very 
time some Texas Knights had already been on their way three 
weeks. On April 6, a Brownsville correspondent stated that a 
boasting lieutenant of the Knights of the Golden Circle had 
arrived there.?® On the 18th he reported that the K. G. C.’s were 
encamped on the bank of the Rio Grande above Brownsville. 
On the 19th it was reported: 


This section of the country is filled with members of 
this mysterious organization, and their camp fires are 
increased every night by new parties arriving during 
the day. The road is dusty with their constant move- 
ment, and from this place [Brownsville] to Goliad it 
is said there is a continuous caravan of them, coming 
in small parties and large parties, on horseback and in 
wagons, armed and unarmed, with money and without 
it. . . . It is reported 300 of them are in this vicinity 
and on the way from Goliad. . . . A company of thirty 
came in today from Baltimore, under Lieut. Phillips, 
and another party arrived on Saturday from Harrison 
County, under Lieut. Gammage.*° 


We have already noticed the departure from Rusk of this com- 
pany, “The Cherokee Grays,” under command of Gammage about 
the tenth of March. They had, therefore, made the trip from 
East Texas to the Rio Grande in about five weeks. An unnamed 
United States army officer in a private letter wrote from Browns- 
ville on April 18, “There are three or four hundred men en- 
camped near here, and supposed to be K.G.C.’s or filibusters. 
I don’t know what their designs are. I presume we will receive 
orders soon to arrest them, to prevent them from going into 
Mexico.’’31 

27For an excellent exposition of Sam Houston’s grand plan for the inva- 
sion of Mexico see Walter Prescott Webb, The Texas Rangers, 197-216. 


28New Orleans Picayune, March 30, 1860; New Orleans Crescent, April 3, 
1860. 

29New Orleans Picayune, April 11, 1860. 

30New Orleans Crescent, April 15, 1860. 

317 bid., April 30, 1860. 
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The general impression around Brownsville was that Generals 
Vidaurri, Carvajal, and Reneau (Liberal dealers), if not actually 
members of the Knights of the Golden Circle, were codperating 
with them in the interest of President Juarez.*2 Many Texas 
Rangers who had gathered earlier during the excitement over 
the “Cortinas War” were still lingering around,®* and there was 
a rumor that the daring Ranger leader, John S. Ford, might 
be made the commander of the Knights encamped along the 
Rio Grande. Although it was rumored that more forces were 
soon to arrive from other parts of the South, this movement 
seems to have reached its crest about the last of April, 1860. 
On May 38, many of the Knights had become quite impatient, 
and some of them had been furloughed for three and some for 
six months.** By the middle of May most of the Knights had 
left the Rio Grande. Their plans had been deferred until fall. 


Clearly, something had gone wrong with the plans of the 
Knights. Some three or four hundred of them had moved on 
to the Rio Grande, but the others had not followed and the 
movement had failed. The reason for the failure is at least 
partly explained by events that had taken place at New Orleans. 


Trouble among the castles at New Orleans was reported on 
the night of March 30.°° On April 3 a card was published in 
the New Orleans True Delta, signed by some dissatisfied mem- 
bers of the order, denouncing George W. Bickley as an im- 
postor.*7 On April 27, Sam J. Richardson issued “a card to the 
K.G.C. of Texas” from Marshall, Texas, in an attempt to 
explain matters.** General Elkanah Greer, the Grand Com- 
mander of the Texas K.G. C.’s,°° and Richardson, who was a 
Major in the K.G.C. army, had evidently been commissioned 
to “examine into the affairs of the order.” These two Knights 
went to New Orleans about March 1, 1860, to meet Bickley 
and arrange for the advance toward Mexico. They found the 


32John S. Ford, “Memoirs,” V, 8388; New Orleans Crescent, May 5, 8, 9, 
12, 24, 1860; Speech of Congressman 8S. S. Cox of Ohio in Congressional 
Globe, 36 C.; 18.; March 19, 1860, p. 1242. 

33New Orleans Crescent, May 5, 8, 9, 1860. 

347 bid., May 12, 1860. 

35Dallas Herald, May 20, 1860; New Orleans Crescent, May 12, 18, 1860. 

36National Intelligencer, April 11, 1860. 

87Raleigh Address, 22; New Orleans Crescent, May 18, 1860; New Orleans 
Picayune, April 5, 1860. 

38Raleigh Address, 22. 

39Victor M. Rose, Ross’ Texas Brigade, 140-141. 
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organization lacking the necessary money and equipment for 
such an undertaking. After a few days of conference with 
Greer, Richardson, and others, Bickley went to Alabama and 
Georgia to raise funds. In his absence a group of members 
who had been in the organization only a short time, and con- 
sequently not in possession of the secret plans, became dis- 
satisfied.*° Evidently the date originally set for the advance 
upon Mexico had arrived, as the movement of various bands 
across Texas would indicate. The crowd at New Orleans—pos- 
sibly 1,000 strong*:—clamored for immediate departure, and 
many rumors began to go the rounds, one of which was that 
Bickley had fled with the initiation fees.4? Bickley returned to 
New Orleans to find that anarchy and confusion existed among 
the members. After vainly attempting to explain matters, 
Bickley, upon advice of some of his friends, retired to Mobile, 
Alabama, and issued a call for a general and final convention 
of the order to be held at Raleigh, North Carolina.* 

The real truth of the matter seems to be that the organization 
lacked funds and Bickley had delayed departure of the main body 
from New Orleans while he tried to raise some.*t Impatience, 
distrust, rivalry over official position, and delay on Bickley’s 
part started rumors, and matters were soon beyond control.* 

This trouble at New Orleans came at the very same time that 
small bands of Knights were setting out for the Rio Grande, 
or were already on the way thither. This confusion at New 
Orleans prevented the contingents gathered there from going 
on, and Bickley’s call for a convention stopped further move- 
ments altogether. A couple of weeks later the Knights around 
Brownsville were disbanding, and by the last of May the first 
thrust of the Knights of the Golden Circle had definitely ended 
in failure. 

In the meantime the delegates of the Knights met in con- 
vention at Raleigh, North Carolina, on May 7, 1860, and con- 


40Raleigh Address, 21-22. 

417 bid., 21. 

42Pomfrey, op. cit., iv; James P. Newcomb, Sketch of Secession Times 
in Texas, 6; Bancroft, Works, XVI, 484; Raleigh Address, 21; National 
Intelligencer, April 11, 1860; New Orleans Crescent, May 24, 1860. 


43PRaleigh Address, 22; New Orleans Picayune, April 7, 1860; New 
Orleans Crescent, April 7, May 24, 1860; Dallas Herald, April 18, 1860. 


44Raleigh Address, 22. 
45National Intelligencer, April 11, 1860. 
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tinued in session until May 11.4° George W. Bickley, the com- 
mander-in-chief of the order “was compelled to resign in order 
to leave the convention unembarrassed, but after a full investi- 
gation of the New Orleans trouble, he was unanimously chosen 
permanent president of the K.G.C. organization.’’*? Evidently 
there had been trouble at other places, too, for they charged that 
Bickley on numerous occasions had been “personated” by other 
men who tried to make money out of the organization. At some 
places dissatisfaction had resulted where irresponsible men had 
tried to organize the work and had misrepresented the actual 
character and condition of the order.. They admitted that lack 
of funds had delayed them in moving.*® 


At this convention the ceremonial of the first and second 
degrees was revised and a full staff of officers was selected. 
R. C. Tyler was made quartermaster-general; N. J. Scott, of 
Auburn, Alabama, was made paymaster-general. Headquarters 
of the organization were to be at Knoxville, Tennessee, until 
November 1, 1860, and after that at Monterrey, Mexico. More 
publicity was decided upon, and an official “Address” was author- 
ized to be published. It is quite a lengthy document and although 
exceedingly rare now, seems to be the most authentic and mest 
valuable source extant in reference to the order.*® 


There was very little activity on the part of the Knights of 
the Golden Circle for three or four months after the close of the 
Raleigh convention. For obvious reasons the military plans were 
not made public by the order, but it is certain that a second 
thrust was planned against Mexico. 


Some time in the summer of 1861, George D. Prentice, a 
prominent ex-Whig® and editor of the Louisville Journal, pub- 
lished what he said was the ritual of the Knights of the Golden 
Circle.* Prentice’s article was copied by O. T. Morton in The 
Southern Empire. The essential part of the so-called exposé is 
as follows: 


46A fairly sympathetic notice of the convention was copied from the 
Raleigh (North Carolina) Press of May 14 by the New Orleans Crescent, 
May 24, 1860. The comments of the Crescent are rather caustic. 

47Raleigh Address, 23. 

48National Intelligencer, April 11, 1860; Raleigh Address, 23, 26. 

49Raleigh Address, 23-28. 

50True Issue, July 11, 1856; Dallas Herald, December 18, 1858. Prentice 
had been a Fillmore electoral candidate in 1856. 

51Continental Monthly, I (May, 1862), p. 573 states that this exposé 
was in July, 1861. 
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Under the laws of 2 (Mexico) every emigrant re- 
receives from the state authorities a grant of 640 acres 
of Jand. Under the treaty closed with 3 (Manuel 
Doblado, Governor of Guanajuato), on the llth of Feb- 
ruary, 1860, we are invited to colonize in 2 (Mexico), 
to enable the best people there to establish a permanent 
government. We agree to introduce a force of 16,000 
men, armed, equipped, and provided, and to take the 
field under the command of 3 (Doblado), who agrees to 
furnish an equal number of men to be officered by 
K.G.C.’s. To cover the original expenses of arming 
our forces, there is mortgaged to our Trustees the 
right to collect one half the annual revenues of 4 
(Guanajuato), until we are paid the sum of $840,000. 
As a bonus there is also ceded to us 355,000 acres of 
land. The pay of the army is the same as the regular 
army of 2 (Mexico), which is about one eighth [more 
than] that of the United States. To secure this there 
is mortgaged to us all the public property of 4 (Guana- 
juato), amounting in taxable value to $238,000.000. 3 
(Doblado) is now there making arrangements for our 
reception.” 


Continuing, Prentice paraphrases, but does not quote the K. 
G. C. documents in these words: 


The initiate says that he will do all he can, as an 
honorable man, to make ‘58 (a slave state) of 2 
(Mexico),’ as such he will ‘urge its 83 (annexation) to 
72 (United States) ; otherwise he will oppose it with 
equal zeal.’ He will ‘sustain the effort to reduce the 
88 (Peon system) to 89 (perpetual slavery).’ ‘Until 
the whole civil, political, financial, and religious re- 
construction of 2 (Mexico) has been completed, he 
will recognize 90 (limited monarchy) as the best form 
of 63 (government) for the purpose in view, since it 
can be made strong and effective.’ He further pledges 
himself to support no leader of the organization who 
will not swear ‘to extend 91 (slavery) over the whole 
92 (Central America) if in his power. He shall try 
to acquire 93 (Cuba) and control 94 (the Gulf of 
Mexico).’ 

The Knights of the Golden Circle were to concentrate 
in ‘20 (Encinal County, Texas) by September 15, 1860 
(A misprint, we presume, for 61.—Ed. of Journal), 
eas will cross 5 (Rio Grande) by the first of 6 (Octo- 

er) 758 


52Morton, op. cit., 48-51; Foulke, op. cit., I, 376. 
53Morton, op. cit., 48-51. 
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There seems to be no positive direct evidence that this is 
genuine, but it appears to be so. Prentice incorrectly presumed 
the date “1860” to be a misprint for 1861, for 1860 was un- 
doubtedly correct. Prentice did not “expose” this until eight 
or ten months after the time set by the Knights for action, 
and he evidently thought he had found something about to 
happen. The same purported ritual may be found in two other 
sources, one by an unnamed author entitled, Authentic E'xposi- 
tion of K.G.C., and the other by J. W. Pomfrey called True 
Disclosure and Exposition of the Knights of the Golden Circle.** 
Pomfrey’s document has a copy of the “Key of Degree Work.’®* 
It is a list of the Arabic numerals up to 100 and what each 
represents. The key has been compared with several messages 
or statements written in code, and it seems to be genuine. For 
instance the Raleigh Address was signed “56.” The key gives 
that as the code number for the words “George W. Bickley.’’®* 
Every code number used in the above quotation is correct ac- 
cording to the key. 

Further activities of the Knights, moreover, seem to indicate 
that Prentice had the essential facts about the ritual correct. 
A Boston paper stated that Bickley placed an order with a 
Massachusetts manufacturer for large quantities of arms to be 
delivered at Matamoros by the first of October, 1860.°* About 
the first of September, Colonel Grover of Norfolk, Virginia, 
started for Texas “with the expectation of meeting a large 
command of Knights of the Golden Circle.’** About the same 
time a detachment from Mississippi was reported on the way.” 
The New Orleans Picayune, October 6, 1860, carried the follow- 
ing article under the title “Movements of the K.G. C.”: 


The Corpus Christi Ranchero says that another small 
detachment of Knights of the Golden Circle arrived at 
that place last week. Those who passed through pre- 
viously are at the Banquette. 


“They expected,” says the Galveston Civilian, “to meet 
a large force composed of members of their order, at 
some point in Encinal County, a place of rendezvous, 


54Pomfrey, op. cit., 14-15; Authentic Exposition, 81-82. See also Texas 
State Gazette, June 30, 1860. 

55Pomfrey, op. cit., 45-47. 

66Raleigh Address, 22. 

s7True Issue, September 18, 1860. 

58New Orleans Picayune, September 12, 1860. 

s9True Issue, November 1, 1860. 
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subsequent to a march on Matamoros, which place was 
to be occupied by a portion, while the main force 
marched and occupied Monterrey, as a place for head- 
quarters. As it is, there are no Knights in Encinal 
County, or any other point in West Texas. The leaders 
who were to guide the Knights to victory and wealth 
are not to be found.’ 


“Manuel Dublado [Doblado] is nowhere to be heard 
of, and the pronunciamento of Comonfort is still in 
the dark,’ the Ranchero says. ‘The Knights who are 
here, and have passed through this place are orderly 
and gentlemanly in their bearing. . . .’’ 


On October 10 a similar article in the same journal declared 
that the last detachment of the K. G.C. that arrived at Galves- 
ton had returned home as did those who had gone on to the 
Banquette,* but on that morning yet another party had arrived 
from the States. Considerable confusion seemed to exist among 
them as to their plans of concentration.” 


These reports established rather definitely that in September, 
1860, several groups of the Knights of the Golden Circle ad- 
vanced toward Mexico, at least to a point some distance west 
of Corpus Christi, if not entirely to the Rio Grande, and that 
they expected to meet other bands of their order in Encinal 
County.®* From there about October 1, 1860, they expected to 
cross the Rio Grande to codperate with Governor Doblado. All 
this is in substantial harmony with portions of the Raleigh 
Address and the ritual that was exposed later by Prentice. 
The references to Doblado, Monterrey, Encinal County, and 
October 1, 1860, are too frequent and too much in accord to 
have been purely accidental. 


For a second time the plans of the Knights of the Golden 
Circle had miscarried, and their thrust at Mexico had failed. 
This time the date and plans for the concentration of forces 
were not understood. Bickley reached Galveston on the 10th of 
October. He said that he was ahead of his main body, that he 


60New Orleans Picayune, October 6, 1860; True Issue, October 10, 1860. 

61Some twenty or twenty-five miles west of Corpus Christi is a creek 
called the Banquette, and on its bank is a famous camping ground with 
the same name. 

62New Orleans Picayune, October 6, 1860. 

88Kncinal County was established February 1, 1858, out of what is now 
the northern portion of Webb County, Texas. It was very sparsely popu- 
lated in 1860. It was abolished and added to Webb County on March 12, 
1899. H. P. N. Gammel, The Laws of Texas, IV, 964; XI, 10-11. 


300 Southwestern Historical Quarterly 


had been unavoidably delayed on the way. He also stated that 
arms that were expected had not arrived and agents had to 
be sent in search of them. He left the impression that the 
Knights who had gone on to the Rio Grande by way of Corpus 
Christi had gone ahead without his order.** It seems fair to 
conclude that earlier in the fall the plan was, as Prentice 
claimed, to cross the Rio Grande about October 1, but as that 
date approached, Bickley realized that the Knights were not 
ready or that times were not propitious, and postponed the cross- 
ing. Many Knights, however, not knowing about the change 
from the original plan, started on to Encinal County. After lin- 
gering around several days, they gradually disbanded and re- 
turned to their homes. 


Bickley’s arrival in Texas was followed by much activity in 
the state by the order. Headquarters were established at San 
Antonio. During the next three weeks Bickley visited many 
cities of the state, organizing castles, and making addresses in 
the interest of the Knights. He stated that he made ad- 
dresses at Austin, Bastrop, La Grange, Brenham, Chappell Hill, 
Houston, Navasota, Huntsville, and Marshall, and that castles 
were organized at each of these places.** Some other castles 
were organized in Texas about this time, although there is no 
record that Bickley himself visited them. By March 14, 1861, 
castles existed at Pleasanton, New Braunfels, Seguin, Castro- 
ville, Columbus, Eagle Lake, Alleyton, and Waxahachie,” be- 
sides those earlier established at McKinney, Dallas, Rusk, Sul- 
phur Springs, and San Antonio. 

Reports of Bickley’s addresses appeared in a number of news- 
papers. Some of the reports are very brief, some are quite 
extended, but all agree as to the essential features of his 
speeches. He seems to have made about the same address each 
time. The two main objectives of the Knights of the Golden 
Circle were (1) to foster and protect Southern Rights, and 
(2) to Americanize and Southernize Mexico. He declared that 
no movement would be made against Mexico until after the 
results of the presidential election were known and the course 


€4Dallas Herald, October 17, 1860; New Orleans Picayune, October 26, 
1860. 


65Dallas Herald, October 17, November 14, 1860; True Issue, November 
1, 14, 1860; Wooten, op. cit., II, 86. 

6eTrue Issue, October 25, November 1, 8, 14, 15, 1860; Dallas Herald, 
October 8, November 14, 24, 1860. 

siTrue Issue, March 7, 14, 1861; Dallas Herald, February 27, 1861. 
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of the South determined. If no civil discord arose to demand 
the services of the Knights at home, they would move to the 
scene of action as soon as possible after due and timely notice 
had been given. If the services of the Knights were not needed 
at home after the election, a meeting would be called to de- 
termine the date for their advance upon Mexico. Members were 
urged to be prepared for either emergency, service at home 
or in Mexico. 


The election of Lincoln ended Bickley’s work in the South- 
west. His nephew, Charles Bickley, and then Dr. George Cup- 
ples at San Antonio had charge of the affairs of the order in 
Texas.*° What the Knights might have done if the Civil War 
had not come can never be known, but it is doubtful whether 
they ever could have accomplished much. The order had at- 
tracted not more than a few thousand widely scattered cham- 
pions, very limited amounts of money, and only mediocre lead- 
ership. As it was, the election of Lincoln, secession, and the 
Civil War were more than the Knights could survive. Their 
organization and their fantastic plans were completely swal- 
lowed up in the terrible struggle that followed. There is no 
doubt that in several places the Knights formed the nucleus 
around which were organized some of the first companies of 
the Confederate armies. About 150 Knights of the Golden 
Circle assisted Ben McCulloch in the capture of San Antonio,” 
and several local K.G.C. organizations were reported to have 
joined the Confederate forces." Booming of guns at Fort Sum- 
ter rang down the curtain on many an expansion dream, not 
the least of which was that of the Knights of the Golden Circle. 
Their dream faded and vanished in the darkness that was soon 
to envelop the South.” 

That the Knights of the Golden Circle were directly and ac- 
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tively connected with any other movement cannot be established. 
That they had visions of magnificent triumphs is certain, but 
that they ever had much of a chance of success is doubtful. 
Although widely scattered, the membership was small, and very 
few of the members knew much about the real plans of the 
organization. It was poorly financed and even more poorly led. 
It is not surprising that such a scheme arose. Like the other 
expansion projects, this scheme was a more or less natural 
product of the age. It was born of the same spirit that sent 
men filibustering into Cuba, Mexico, and Central America, that 
made men dream of annexations North, West, and South, and 
that in an earlier day sent men to occupy Texas, Oregon, and 
California. It is possibly true that some Southern leaders were 
aware of the existence of the order of the Knights of the 
Golden Circle. A few of them may have given advice, sympathy, 
or money, but there is no trustworthy evidence of it. 

The Knights of the Golden Circle was an organization of 
Southern men, who looked toward the South, contemplated 
Southern expansion, and dreamed of Southern glories. Their 
amazing scheme, their dazzling vision, failed to materialize. 
Lacking money enough to sustain even a few hundred men, 
they dreamed of enormous riches; lacking in man power enough 
to justify procedure with their plans, they talked of dominating 
millions of men in their new empire; lacking in personal leader- 
ship, they planned what few if any leaders could have accom- 
plished; lacking in ability to organize and control their own 
members, they pictured themselves governing the most power- 
ful nation on the earth; lacking in most of the essentials of 
success in this kind of undertaking, they indulged in visions 
that they could not possibly attain. Truly the dream of the 
Knights of the Golden Circle was a filibustering fantasy of 
the first magnitude. 

Denton, Texas. 


